Revisiting Books of Youth
By Diether Haenicke, President Emeritus
[In 1998, Diether Haenicke retired as President
of Western Michigan University, and returned
to the faculty as a Distinguished University
Professor. In addition, he prepares a weekly
column for the News Plus section of the
Kalamazoo Gazette. Dr. Haenicke and the
Gazette have given their permission to reprint
the following January 10, 2001 column.}
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ne of the great luxuries that I currently enjoy is having time to read
for pleasure. For over 25 years, I
held academic positions that forced me,
day in and day out, with too little time for
other reading, to peruse financial statements, office memos, funding requests,
general office correspondence, or accreditation reports. Although their respective
authors undoubtedly put great effort into
these communications to me, none
remains memorable or triggers the wish
to re-read it. These days I can read exclusively what I want to read, not what I
must read, and the treasure trove of history, biography, poetry and novels again
lies open before me.
All my life, I have been an avid reader.
I was very fortunate to have friends in my
teens who also loved to read, and with
w hom I could exchange and discuss
books that fascinated and enthused us.
Most of the books that I read when I was
15 or 16, I remember vividly to this day,
and also some of the long debates I had
about them with my friends at the time.
Occasionally, now, I take some of those
books off the shelf and read them again,
50 years later. It is a wonderful experience
that I highly recommend. Of course, there
are a few books we read many times during our lives, and they become steady and
trusted companions. But it is a powerful
experience going back to books that
defined our youth, and that we have not
read in between.
I always found it intriguing that books,
which I loved, could make a vastly different, and lesser, impression on other readers. We can fail a book, or a book can fail
us-depending on the care with which the
reading is done, the mood in which the
readers find themselves while reading, or
the emotional or intellectual experiences
the reader brings to the book. The dissimilar impact on different readers is relatively easy to explain.
It is similarly easy to explain the
changed impact of a book on the same
reader at a later time in his life. After all,
it should not come as a surprise that a
lifetime of experience mightily changes a
book's impact. But the great pleasure of
reacquainting myself with a book of my
youth lies not only in noting its changed
impact; it also has other benefits . The

greatest is the miracle of encountering
oneself again, the youthful reader of half
a century ago, and the rediscovery of the
fanciful dreams and uncertain emotions
of one's earlier self. With fondness and
nostalgia I remember the particular features of the books that occupied and overwhelmed me then. When I was 12, for
instance, I fantasized about slipping into
the heroic role of Edmond Dantes, the
Count of Monte Christo. A few years later, I
sensed, while reading Charles Dickens for
the first time, deep anger and indignation
about the harsh social conditions, and I
was incensed at the religious persecution
depicted in Werfel's The Forty Days of
Musa Dagh. At 15, with great curiosity
and still well-remembered ambiguous
and tentative feelings, I read countless
times the love scenes between the courageous Robert Jordan and the beautiful
Maria in Hemingway's For Whom the Bell

Tolls.
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Most of us read for content in our
youth, not for style, composition, or other
artistic elements. The story mattered
most. What happened and how it ended
drove our interest. But along with the
love of reading, an appreciation grew for
how a story was presented, in what way
it was told, and in what language. Thus
the reading for content, powerful in itself,
developed into a much deeper involvement and enjoyment that characterizes
the adult reader.
Revisiting the favorite books of my
youth, I also gratefully remember all the
people who read to me as a child, who
taught and encouraged me to read, who
gave me my first books and thus opened
wide the doors to the limitless world of
knowledge and enjoyment. A belated
blessing on each and everyone of them!
Would that every child could enter the
world of reading as happily as I did.

The Trouble ...
Continued from page 4
The patron is again left to wander
amidst the four floors of general stacks,
the towering shelves, and the rows upon
rows upon floors of gray shelves that
hold a dull rainbow of books. Their
spines are worn; threads stick out like
gray hairs. Their gold and silver lettering
has been rubbed away long ago by a
thousand sweaty hands, leaving only a
shadow of their former elegance. Smaller
ones hide behind larger ones, some even
slip behind the front runners. Each lurks,
hidden amidst hundreds; each identified
by 10 to 15 letters of the ubiquitous call
number that is sometimes further hidden
on the cover that is not visible. Each sits
in mean silence while the patron searches
for his needle in the haystack. Only after
he has trekked a mile over the hard, gray
carpet, stared blankly at the dozens of
signs that all seem alike-PR3671.T85 to
PR 6842 .S9-does he sigh, "I hate this
library." Slowly, without enthusiasm, he
returns to his original nemesis, the librarian, and asks for help.
The librarian is calm, cool, and ever
smiling in spite of his impatient and frustrated tone when he asks where his book
is. She marches to and up a flight of stairs,
oblivious that her heels send thunder
rolling through the stairwell, and then
goes down an aisle, up a row, around a
corner and stops. Voila .. .she pulls a book
from the shelf disturbing a cloud of dust.
The cloud hangs between the two. The
patron's bewildered gaze turns to elation
for a moment, but in the next minute has
darkened with self-reproach: "Why didn't
I find it if it was that easy?" His limp and
humble posture betrays his frustration,
and he wonders if he will be successful
next time. And, the librarian's smile has
softened to sympathy because she understands that the library is an intimidating
maze to the unpracticed.
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"A book ought to be like a
man or a woman, with some
individual character in it ,
though eccentric, yet its own;
with some blood in its veins and
speculation in its eyes and a way
and will of its own."
-John Mitchel
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